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“Drawing the Color Line” from Howard Zinn’s A People’s History of the United States 

There is not a country in world history in which racism has been more important, for so long a time, as the 
United States. And the problem of "the color line," as W. E. B. Du Bois put it, is still with us. So it is more than 
a purely historical question to ask: How does it start?—and an even more urgent question: How might it end? 
Or, to put it differently: Is it possible for whites and blacks to live together without hatred? 

Everything in the experience of the first white settlers was a pressure for the enslavement of blacks. 

The Virginians of 1619 were desperate for labor, to grow enough food to stay alive. Among them were 
survivors from the winter of 1609-1610, the "starving time," when, crazed for want of food, they roamed the 
woods for nuts and berries, dug up graves to eat the corpses, and died in batches until five hundred colonists 
were reduced to sixty… 

The Virginians needed labor, to grow corn for subsistence, to grow tobacco for export…They couldn't force 
the Indians to work for them, as Columbus had done. They were outnumbered, and while, with superior 
firearms, they could massacre Indians, they would face massacre in return. They could not capture them and 
keep them enslaved; the Indians were tough, resourceful, defiant, and at home in these woods, as the 
transplanted Englishmen were not. 

Black slaves were the answer. And it was natural to consider imported blacks as slaves, even if the 
institution of slavery would not be regularized and legalized for several decades. Because, by 1619, a million 
blacks had already been brought from Africa to South America and the Caribbean, to the Portuguese and 
Spanish colonies, to work as slaves. Fifty years before Columbus, the Portuguese took ten African blacks to 
Lisbon—this was the start of a regular trade in slaves. African blacks had been stamped as slave labor for a 
hundred years. So it would have been strange if those twenty blacks, forcibly transported to Jamestown, and 
sold as objects to settlers anxious for a steadfast source of labor, were considered as anything but slaves. 

Was their culture inferior—and so subject to easy destruction? Inferior in military capability, yes —
vulnerable to whites with guns and ships. But in no other way—except that cultures that are different are often 
taken as inferior, especially when such a judgment is practical and profitable. Even militarily, while the 
Westerners could secure forts on the African coast, they were unable to subdue the interior and had to come to 
terms with its chiefs. 

By 1800, 10 to 15 million blacks had been transported as slaves to the Americas, representing perhaps one-
third of those originally seized in Africa. It is roughly estimated that Africa lost 50 million human beings to 
death and slavery in those centuries we call the beginnings of modern Western civilization, at the hands of slave 
traders and plantation owners in Western Europe and America, the countries deemed the most advanced in the 
world. 

This unequal treatment, this developing combination of contempt and oppression, feeling and action, which 
we call "racism"—was this the result of a "natural" antipathy of white against black? The question is important, 
not just as a matter of historical accuracy, but because any emphasis on "natural" racism lightens the 
responsibility of the social system. If racism can't be shown to be natural, then it is the result of certain 
conditions, and we are impelled to eliminate those conditions. 

Slavery grew as the plantation system grew. The reason is easily traceable to something other than natural 
racial hatred: the number of arriving whites, whether free or indentured servants (under four to seven years 



contract), was not enough to meet the need of the plantations. By 1700, in Virginia, there were 6,000 slaves, 
one-twelfth of the population. By 1763, there were 170,000 slaves, about half the population. 

Slavery was immensely profitable to some masters. James Madison told a British visitor shortly after the 
American Revolution that he could make $257 on every Negro in a year, and spend only $12 or $13 on his 
keep. Another viewpoint was of slave owner Landon Carter, writing about fifty years earlier, complaining that 
his slaves so neglected their work and were so uncooperative ("either cannot or will not work") that he began to 
wonder if keeping them was worthwhile. 

Only one fear was greater than the fear of black rebellion in the new American colonies. That was the fear 
that discontented whites would join black slaves to overthrow the existing order. In the early years of slavery, 
especially, before racism as a way of thinking was firmly ingrained, while white indentured servants were often 
treated as badly as black slaves, there was a possibility of cooperation. As Edmund Morgan sees it: 

There are hints that the two despised groups initially saw each other as sharing the same predicament. It 
was common, for example, for servants and slaves to run away together, steal hogs together, get drunk 
together. It was not uncommon for them to make love together. In Bacon's Rebellion, one of the last groups 
to surrender was a mixed band of eighty negroes and twenty English servants. 
 

And so, measures were taken. About the same time that slave codes, involving discipline and punishment, 
were passed by the Virginia Assembly, 

Virginia's ruling class, having proclaimed that all white men were superior to black, went on to offer their 
social (but white) inferiors a number of benefits previously denied them. In 1705 a law was passed 
requiring masters to provide white servants whose indenture time was up with ten bushels of corn, thirty 
shillings, and a gun, while women servants were to get 15 bushels of corn and forty shillings. Also, the 
newly freed servants were to get 50 acres of land. 
 
Morgan concludes: "Once the small planter felt less exploited by taxation and began to prosper a little, he 

became less turbulent, less dangerous, more respectable. He could begin to see his big neighbor not as an 
extortionist but as a powerful protector of their common interests." 

We see now a complex web of historical threads to ensnare blacks for slavery in America: the desperation 
of starving settlers, the special helplessness of the displaced African, the powerful incentive of profit for slave 
trader and planter, the temptation of superior status for poor whites, the elaborate controls against escape and 
rebellion, the legal and social punishment of black and white collaboration. 

The point is that the elements of racism are historical, not "natural." This does not mean that they are easily 
disentangled, dismantled. It means only that there is a possibility for something else, under historical conditions 
not yet realized. And one of these conditions would be the elimination of that class exploitation which has made 
poor whites desperate for small gifts of status, and has prevented that unity of black and white necessary for 
joint rebellion and reconstruction. 


